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One who says atheology is concerned with divine vacancy, be this vacancy that of the "place" or site specifically held by the name of God – God guarantor of the personal self. 

One who says atheology also says vacancy of the self – of the self whose vacancy is experienced in a consciousness that, since it is not in any way this self, is in itself its vacancy. 

What becomes of consciousness without instrument? 

This is still only an uncertain determination of Bataille's search, if indeed one can say of Bataille that he engages in a search: the latter always remains continuous right up to the fading of thought, even when thought is reduced to pure intensity, and thus goes beyond the death of all rational thought. 

The contempt that Bataille has for the notion itself was revealed most notably in Discussion sur le péché with Sartre and Hyppolite in particular. 1 There, where others tried to catch him up by means of "notions," Bataille eluded them at the moment when he made evident a flagrant contradiction: he speaks and expresses himself in simulacra of notions, inasmuch as an expressed thought always implies the receptivity of the person addressed. 

The simulacrum is not exactly a pseudo-notion: the latter would still serve as a reference point until it could be denounced as a false path. 

The simulacrum constitutes the sign of an instantaneous state and is unable to establish the exchange between one mind and another, nor permit the passage from one thought to another. In the aforementioned "discussion" and in a conference 2 several years later, Bataille rightly denied communication because one would only ever communicate the residue of what one claims to communicate. (Hence also his suspicion about the theories of a spiritual search, in which communication would be translated into the form of a project. Project belongs to a pragmatic realm and in any case cannot reproduce anything of what has inspired it.) 

The simulacrum has the advantage of claiming not to stabilize what it presents of an experience and what it says of it: far from excluding the contradictory, it naturally implies it. For if the simulacrum tricks on the notional plane, this is because it mimics faithfully that part which is incommunicable. The simulacrum is all that we know of an experience; the notion is only its residue calling forth other residues. 

The simulacrum has an object entirely other than that of the intelligible communication of the notion: it is complicity, whose motives, as well, can neither be determined nor seek to be determined. Complicity is obtained through the simulacrum; understanding by means of the notion that it is from the notion nevertheless that incomprehension arises. 

To "understand" the simulacrum or to be "mistaken" about it is of no consequence. The simulacrum, aiming at complicity, arouses in one who experiences it a movement that can immediately disappear. To speak of it will not in any way account for what has thus happened; a fugitive adhesion to that consciousness without instrument that embraces in others only what could distract, dissociate itself from the self of others in order to render that self vacant. 

The recourse to the simulacrum does not however recover an absence of a real event nor what substitutes for the latter. Yet to the extent that something must happen to someone in order to be able to speak of an experience as occurring, will the simulacrum not be extended to the experience itself, as long as Bataille declares that it is necessarily lived as soon as he speaks of it, even if he later refutes himself as subject addressing other subjects, allowing only the contents of the experience to be emphasized? Something happens to Bataille, something he speaks of as if it were not happening to him. Bataille who would define it and who would draw this or that still intelligible conclusion from it. He never lays claim to, nor can he ever lay claim to a sufficiently defined expression (of experience) without referring immediately to anguish, to gaiety, to a carefree abandon: then he laughs and writes that he died with laughter or that he laughed till he cried--a state in which experience suppresses the subject. Inasmuch as Bataille was traversed by what these words inscribe, his thought was absent, nor was his intention to submit them to a meditation in the context formed by these representations. What matters for him, then, was this mode of absence, and to reconstitute it by situating its stages, in reverse, brings him to a philosophy that he necessarily refuses to put forward as such. 

It is from the perspective of the simulacrum that consciousness without instrument (let us say a vacancy of the self) comes to insinuate itself in the consciousness of others; the latter, to the extent that it "postulates itself," only receives the influx of consciousness without instrument by referring to a register of notions based on the principle of contradiction, thus of the identity of the self, of things and of beings. 

Here one touches upon the heart of all discussions raised by the thought of Bataille and its declarations. 

The notion and notional language presuppose what Bataille calls closed beings. In particular, the Discussion sur le péché makes quite evident in Bataille's work an interference and a necessary confusion, as it were, between the notion and interdiction, between the notion and sin, between the notion and identity, before there was even a notion of sin--let us say a notion of the loss of identity as constitutive of sin. Thus there exists a close relationship between being of an identical nature and being able to discern between good and evil. On the other hand, when confronting his Christian and Humanist atheist interlocutors, Bataille is opposed to a "notion" of the "opening of beings" in which evil and good become indiscernible. It is evident, then, that, dependent upon the notion of identity, and specifically upon that of "sin," the opening of beings or the attack on the integrity of beings--if indeed this opening, or this attack, are only conceived under the influence of "sin"--are developed like a simulacrum of a notion. When Sartre accuses Bataille of filling the ''notion of sin" with an unceasingly variable content, Bataille has this response, among others: 

I set out from notions which normally enclose certain beings around me and I played with them ... What I have not really succeeded in expressing is the gaiety with which I did this ... beginning with a certain point and, sinking into my difficulties, I found myself betrayed by language, because it is almost necessary to define in terms of anguish what is felt perhaps as excessive joy and, if I expressed joy, I would express something other than what I am feeling, because what is felt is at a given moment a carefree abandon with respect to anguish, and it is necessary that anguish be palpable for this carefree abandon to be, and this abandon is at a given moment such that it comes to the point of no longer being able to express itself ... language cannot express, for example, an extremely simple notion, that is, the notion of a good that would be an expenditure--a loss pure and simple. If I am obliged, for man, to refer to being--and one can see right away that I am introducing a difficulty--if for man at a given moment, loss, and loss without any compensation, is a good thing, then we cannot manage to express this idea. Language fails, because language is made up of propositions which cause identities to intervene and, starting from the moment when one is forced to no longer spend for profit, but to spend in order to spend, one can no longer maintain oneself on the plane of identity. One is forced to open notions beyond themselves. 3 

What does it mean to open notions beyond themselves? 

Or rather to what does a language respond, whose propositions would no longer cause identities to intervene? 

It is no longer to being that a language liberated from all notions responds, abolishing itself with the identities; and, in fact, escaping from all supreme identification (in the name of God or of gods), being is no longer apprehended, other than as perpetually fleeing all that exists; in this sense, the notion claimed to circumscribe being, when it did nothing but obstruct the perspective of its flight. At last existence falls back into the discontinuous that it had never ceased to "be." 

It would seem here that Bataille's search is more or less the same as that of Heidegger, to the extent that it would, strictly speaking, be a question of a metaphysical "preoccupation." Bataille admits to a certain parallel progression of his meditation with Heideggerian explorations, in that the latter takes its point of departure from the contents of experience. 

The flight of being outside of existence constitutes in itself an eternal occurrence and it is only the perspective of this flight that causes the existent to appear as discontinuous. According to Heidegger, thought about origins revolves around this occurrence of being: but, given that it is powerless to sustain the perspective of flight outside of existence, philosophy, beginning with Plato, and foregoing any strict questioning of being as being, has little by little come to dodge original questioning by explaining being on the basis of the existent. Thus, taking stock of the metaphysical situation since Nietzsche announced the advent of nihilism, Heidegger declares: Metaphysics as metaphysics is, strictly speaking, nihilism. 4 It is unaware of being, and this is not because, while "thinking" being, it sets aside being as in itself thinkable, but because being excludes itself from itself (from the existent).5 Plato is no less "nihilistic" than Nietzsche himself, despite his effort to overcome nihilism. It is in fact the "will to power as principle of all values" that carries nihilism to its completion. The totality of the existent is henceforth the object of a one and the same will for conquest. The simplicity of Being is enshrouded in a one and the same forgetting. Thus ends Occidental metaphysics. 

In this way, Heidegger denounces the situation that our world has recently attained, as having installed man in his "ontological" dereliction, a dereliction all the more fearsome since at the very same time it reveals the eternal occurrence of the flight of being and obeys a necessary curve of metaphysics. Through this denunciation, Heidegger has probed anguish as a path of return to the point of departure, be it to the interrogation point of all metaphysics worthy of this name. Taking on a sort of responsibility with regard to an "existent" unaware of itself as discontinuous and enclosed within a lack of concern for any apprehension of being as being, Heidegger sought beyond philosophy in the prophecies of the poetic spirit (Hölderlin, Nietzsche, Rilke) the return to original interrogation, right there where this spirit grasped inside of itself the flight of being as the fugitive passage of divine figures; thus he accounted for the hidden discontinuity of our existence. 

Now in Bataille's work the commentary on the same apprehension is developed in quite another way. In his writing the ontological catastrophe of thought is only the reverse side of a zenith reached in what he calls sovereign moments: intoxication, laughter, erotic and sacrificial effusion, experiences characterized by an expenditure without compensation, a lavishness without measure, a destruction void of meaning, goal, and utility. Here the discontinuous becomes the motive for a revolt, a revolt in the very name of the flight of being against the existent, usefully exploited and organized for itself; this includes a revolt against philosophy, and thus also, in spite of real affinities, against the ontological preoccupation of Heidegger. "It is a professorial work whose subjugated method remains tied to results; on the contrary, what counts in my eyes is the moment of untying. What I teach (if it is true that ...) is an intoxication, not a philosophy: I am not a philosopher, but a saint, perhaps a madman." 6 

In itself Heidegger's "ontological" responsibility (to the extent that it would presuppose a recuperation, hence, a metaphysical renewal, and a goal, as this "professorial work" necessarily demands it) would already be contrary to the definition that Bataille gives for sovereignty, that is, dissipation into pure loss. 

It is in effect in this sense that under the pretext of developing a philosophy of non-knowledge,7 he puts forward "revolt as having consciously become, through philosophy, revolt against the entire world of work and against the entire world of presupposition." The "world of work and of presupposition" is that of science "which continues to believe in the possibility of answering." 

What is this revolt that philosophy has made conscious? It is entirely prefigured by Nietzsche in his criticism both of theories of knowledge and of the very act of knowing. Commenting on a maxim by Spinoza (non ridere, non lugere, neque detestari, sed intelligere), Nietzsche notes that the so-called serenity of the intellect requires a sort of truce between two or three contradictory impulses, while all acts of knowledge "would always depend on the behavior of these impulses among themselves, impulses that battle one another and are able to hurt one another" until "that extreme and sudden exhaustion that explains that conscious thought, especially that of the philosopher, is the most devoid of strength."8 

To break the truce between two or three contradictory impulses within oneself in order to escape from the trickery of conscious thought--if only to become silent in exhaustion--this is what that revolt against any possibility of response amounts to in Bataille's work. 

Indeed, the contents of experience that Bataille declares as being so many sovereign moments--ecstasy, anguish, laughter, erotic and sacrificial effusion--these contents together illustrate that revolt which is here only a call to the silent authority of a pathos with neither goal nor meaning, experienced as an immediate apprehension of the flight of being, and whose discontinuity exerts an incessant intimidation vis-à-vis language. 

No doubt, for Bataille, these movements of pathos only present themselves as sovereign moments because they verify the discontinuous itself and are produced as ruptures of thought; however, these are contents of experience that in fact differ greatly from one another with respect to discontinuity, as soon as they become so many objects of a meditation. How could laughter, as a reaction to the sudden passage from the known to the unknown--where consciousness intervenes just as suddenly, since Bataille declares: "to laugh is to think" 9 --how could laughter be comparable to ecstasy or to erotic effusion, in spite of their "reactive" affinities in the face of a same object? How could it be comparable to ecstasy in particular since the latter would result from a group of mental operations subordinated to a goal? It is a similar difficulty that Bataille himself emphasizes and takes pleasure in lingering over, as over an enterprise beyond hope from the beginning. If these sovereign moments are so many examples of the discontinuous and of the flight of being, then as soon as mediation considers them as its object, it reconstitutes all the unsuspected stages that pathos burned in its sudden appearance--and the language of a process that is only suitable for vulgar operations10 does nothing here but conceal the modalities of the absence of thought, under the pretext of describing them and reflecting them in consciousness, and thus seeks to lend to pathos, in itself discontinuous, the greatest continuity possible, just as it seeks to reintegrate the most being possible. Thus because (notional) language makes the study and the search for the sovereign moment contradictory, inaccessible by its sudden appearance, there where silence imposes itself, the simulacrum imposes itself at the same time. Indeed the aimed-for moments that are sovereign only retrospectively, since the search must henceforth coincide with an unpredictable movement of pathos--these moments appear by themselves as simulacra of the apprehension of the flight of being outside of existence, and thus as simulacra of the discontinuous. How can the contents of the experience of pathos keep their "sovereign" character of an expenditure tending towards pure loss, of a prodigality without measure, if the purpose of this meditation is to raise oneself up to this level through an ''inner" reexperience, thus producing for oneself a "profit"? Will the authenticity of these moments--the very authenticity of wastage--not be already compromised, as soon as it is "retained" as a "value"? How, finally, would they sufficiently escape from notional language in order to be recognized only as simulacra? It is precisely the same for ecstasy, which is at the same time a content of authentic experience, and a value, since it is a sovereign moment, but which only escapes from notional language by revealing itself to be a simulacrum of death. This in a meditation that amounts to fighting with all the strength of thought against the very act of thinking. "If the death of thought is pushed to the point where it is sufficiently dead thought, so that it is no longer either despairing or in anguish, then there is no longer any difference between the death of thought and ecstasy. ... There is, therefore, beginning with the death of thought, a new realm open to knowledge; based on non-knowledge, a new knowledge is possible. 11 

But: "I should from the outset insist on what generally taints this new realm as well as the preceding one. The death of thought and ecstasy are no less marked by trickery and profound impotence than is the simple knowledge of the death of others. The death of thought always fails. It is only a powerless movement. Similarly, ecstasy is powerless. There persists in ecstasy a sort of constant consciousness of ecstasy, placing it on the level of things proposed for ownership ... it is inevitable in the end to take it as an appropriated thing in order to make of it an object of instruction ..." 

All the same, it is still a similar admission of impotence (which is an admission of simulacrum) that gives to the movement of this search all of its resilience and maintains it in a state of irremediable vertiginousness: neither progression nor return upon itself, but at the same time a descent and a movement upward in the manner of a spiral without beginning or end. 

Bataille emphasizes that, in opposition to poetic creation, the contents of experience proposed by his method for meditation modify the subject who practices it,12 and thus alters his identity. If "successful," this method should bring about the very disappearance of the subject in order that no instrument limit any longer, through consciousness of itself, the sovereignty of these contents of experience. 

What does this say? An existing subject, testing his discontinuity, let us say the flight of being outside of existence, subsists as soon as his laughter, his tears, his outpourings--in a word his pathos--are designated by him as sovereign moments, and this living being, carried fortuitously to the vacancy of the self, to a death of thought necessarily seeks them as sovereign moments only based on its reintegrated self, thus based on the servitude of identity and of the once again "closed" notion, and this, each time it wants to teach this method of meditation. Thus it must develop once again, on the basis of notions and identities, the proper path to open notions and abolish identities--and of this opening and of this abolition never be able to give anything other than the simulacrum ... 

Atheology would like to avoid the dilemma that now appears: rational atheism is nothing other than an overturned monotheism. But Bataille hardly believes in the sovereignty of the self proposed by atheism. Hence only the vacancy of the self responding to the vacancy of God would constitute the sovereign moment. 
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